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School district reorganization is one 
of the major educational needs in the 
Midwest and other areas of the United 
States. Conscious of this, all midwest- 
ern states have enacted legislation and 
attempted to carry out state-wide pro- 
grams of district reorganization since 
World War II. Despite this move, how- 
ever, major problems have been encoun- 
tered and the reorganization plans have 
generally failed to produce the desired 
results. 


~*~ A Study in Five States... 


Many persons have expressed the belief 
that one of the blocks to reorganization 
has been the failure of administrators 
and interested citizen groups to carry 
on adequate public relations programs. 
In other words, the failure on the part 
of the public to vote for reorganization 
is often due to the failure of the advo- 
cates of reorganization to inform the 
voters and to motivate positive action 
by them. If this charge is correct, what 
should administrators know about public 
relations in connection with reorganiza- 


Administrator's Notebook 
a publication of the 


MIDWEST ADMINISTRATION CENTER 
5835 Kimbark Avenue, Chicago 37, Illinois 


Director 
Notebook Editors 


Francis S. CHast 
Haran Beem, W. W. Savacre 


The Midwest Administration Center at the University 
of Chicago is part of the nation-wide Cooperative Pro- 
gram in Educational Administration supported by the 
W. K. Kellogg Foundation and sponsored by the Amer- 
ican Association of School Administrators, the National 
Council of Chief State School Officers, and the National 
Conference of County and Rural Area Superintendents. 


Copyright 1954 by the University of Chicago 


PUBLIC RELATIONS AND SCHOOL DISTRICT REORGANIZATION 


David M. Dennis and Leslie L. Chisholm 
Teachers College, University of Nebraska 


tion that will enable them to give 
better leadership to such programs? 


Studies during the past several years 
are providing answers needed by those 
who must assume responsibility for im- 
provements in district organization. 
Among these is one just completed which 
attempts to "determine the public rela- 
tions activities which may be used to 
establish a favorable opinion among the 
people toward desirable school district 
reorganization."” In this study, the 
literature in the field was surveyed and 
a special investigation was made of 
thirty-nine books and articles in order 
to determine 


1. The major factors which influence local 
district reorganization programs. 


2. The more promising methods of communication. 


3. The more promising activities and decisions 
in a public relations program for local 
school district reorganization. 


Using these lists of factors, methods, 
and procedures as a basis, interview 
forms were constructed which were used 
in interviewing 135 typical citizens and 
sixty-five local lay and educational 
leaders in twenty-nine reorganized dis- 
tricts in five states. The methods of 
communications and the public relations 
activities which the interviews revealed 
to be considered most effective by the 
lay and educational leaders were then 
submitted to a jury of twelve persons 
who were experts in public relations 
and/or persons with broad experience in 
district reorganization. They rated the 
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methods and activities according to what 
they had found their effectiveness tobe. 


Factors Influencing Reorganization... 


The review of the literature on reor- 
ganization revealed a list of forty fac- 
tors that influence citizens to favor or 
oppose reorganization. However, in the 
districts studied, only five of these 
appeared to be of major significance. 
They were: 


1. The trend in school enrollment. (Decreased 
enrollments tend to make reorganization 
easier.) 


2. The transportation of pupils. (Where there 
has been no transportation system existing 
previously, parents tend to oppose the 
transportation of their children by buses, 
particularly if the distance is great.) 


3. Road conditions. (Good roads aid reorgani- 
zation; poor roads tend to cause citizens 
to oppose it.) 


4. The number of persons with no children in 
school. (Persons with no children are often 
disinterested or else they favor or oppose 
reorganization according to whether it will 
lower or increase tax rates.) 


5. Present-day demands on the school for 
broader and better educational experiences 
for children. (Persons favoring enriched 
programs of education are generally favor- 
able toward reorganization. ) 

The school administrator providing 
leadership in reorganization must under- 
stand the influence of these and any 
other factors that affect local atti- 
tudes. This means he must determine the 
factors, assuming nothing until he has 
the facts. For example, it is probably 
dangerous to assume that the majority of 
citizens see any relation between reor- 
ganization and the improvement of 
schools despite the fact that better 
schools are the purpose of reorganiza- 
tion. Less than one-third of the citi- 
zens interviewed in the study gave 
"better education" or "better schools" 
as a reason for reorganization. 


And lastly, he must keep in mind that 
the factor which causes one person to 
favor reorganization may cause another 
to oppose it. For example, the recom- 
mendations of outside experts will cause 
some citizens to support a reorgani- 
zation plan while, at the same time, 
they will cause others to oppose it. 


Communications... 


Among the many methods which are 
available in communicating information 


regarding the need for, and advantages 
of reorganization, leaders and citizens 
reported that three of the five used 
most frequently with favorable results 
were oral, i.e., conversations between 
persons, discussion groups, and speeches. 
The great majority of citizens inter- 
viewed said they secured most of their 
information on reorganization from con- 
versations or meetings. It appears, how- 
ever, that the conversations were more 
influential than meetings in view of the 
fact that nearly half of the persons re- 
ported that they attended no meetings 
regarding reorganization and 15 per cent 
said they did not even know that meet- 
ings were being held. 


Printed information was, apparently, 
of limited value in communicating reor- 
ganization needs and activities. Less 
than one-half of the citizens inter- 
viewed reported that written materials 
other than newspapers were sources of 
their information on reorganization. 
Approximately 40 per cent said that they 
paid little attention to newspaper arti- 
cles dealing with reorganization and 
less than one-sixth of them said that 
they obtained most of their information 
from newspapers. In fact, it appears 
that little reliance is placed on news- 
papers by people unless they reside in 
communities of 5,000 or more population. 


In rating the effectiveness of the 
various methods of communication, the 
local lay and educational leaders gave 
the highest rating to discussion groups, 
word-of-mouth communication, public 
hearings, newspaper articles, door-to- 
door canvasses, and speeches. The jury 
of experts gave the highest ratings to 
graphic or pictorial items in newspa- 
pers, discussion groups, news items, 
slides or film strips, and newspapers. 
It is probable that the most effective 
program of communication is one which 
involves the use of all of these media. 
A person may gain much of his informa- 
tion from one source but this must be 
supplemented and reinforced by other 
sources if it is to motivate action on 
his part. Furthermore, information from 
one source may interest a person in 
seeking it from another. It was found, 
for example, that information given in 
pamphlets was not read and understood 
unless the pamphlets were supplemented 
by other sources. 
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The Cycles in a Progran... 


The study gave considerable attention 
to the changes in the nature of public 
relations as a program of school dis- 
trict reorganization progresses. Such 
changes can be classified into four 
divisions or four chronological cycles, 
although there is no definite dividing 
line between these periods of time. The 
four stages are: the pre-planning stage, 
the planning stage, the orientation 
stage, and the campaign stage. Experi- 
ence in the communities studied indi- 
cates that the efforts to reorganize the 
school districts eventually encountered 
difficulty when any of the four stages 
did not receive adequate attention. 


The pre-planning stage. The pre-plan- 
ning stage occupies the period of time 
which precedes any planning for school 
district reorganization. The beginning 
of the stage occurs when one or more 
local leaders conceive the idea that 
school district reorganization may, 
could, or should occur sometime in the 
future. It was found that before there 
has been any thought of a definite plan 
for reorganization, several activities 
take place which eventually foster reor- 
ganization. Some of the more promising 
steps in this respect are: 


1. Extending some form of representation to 
those districts with which the central 
district is contracting for the instruc- 
tion of pupils, a practice found frequent- 
ly in a number of states of the Midwest. 


2 Giving technical assistance and making 
certain school facilities of a central 
district available to outlying districts. 


3. Increasing the number of social contacts 
among the people in various districts. 


Generally speaking, the main result of 
appropriate activities during the pre- 
planning stage is to increase the under- 
standing and confidence among the people 
in the various neighborhoods of the nat- 
ural community. 


The planning stage. When the people of 
a community become strongly enough in- 
terested in school district reorganiza- 
tion to desire it, the planning stage 
begins to demand major attention and the 
public relations program moves into its 
second stage. The communities which had 
the most success in school district re- 
organization generally were those in 
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which leaders in the various neighbor- 
hoods within the community were included 
in the planning of the proposed new dis- 
trict. This usually was done by organ- 
izing a study or advisory group consist- 
ing of leaders from each school district. 


It was found that planning usually was 
insufficient in scope if it included 
only decisions concerning the geographic 
area proposed for the new district, the 
future educational plan for the schools 
in the school community, and the future 
building plans. Other considerations 
which were decided at this time in the 
most effective programs of school dis- 
trict reorganization were the nature of 
the public relations program, the length 
of the campaign, the date for the elec- 
tion, a public relations calendar, a 
public relations committee, and the 
source of campaign money, if any. 


Ortentation and discussion stage. The 
third stage of a good public relations 
program in school district reorganiza- 
tion is one about which there is much 
misunderstanding. This investigation 
revealed it to be decidedly neglected. 
It is frequently referred to as "educa- 
ting the public" or the "orientation and 
discussion period." In any event, it be- 
gins to receive major attention as the 
planning stage draws to a close. 


The evidence indicates that the period 
of time for orientation and discussion 
should be sufficiently long to enable 
most people to become well acquainted 
with the purpose and need for reorgani- 
zation, the short-comings of their pre- 
sent school districts, and the various 
conditions which will exist after reor- 
ganization. The people should also have 
sufficient time to express themselves on 
any change which they would like to see 
made in the proposed reorganization 
plan. The communities in which proposed 
programs of school district reorganiza- 
tion were "rushed to the polls" usually 
experienced defeat one or two times be- 
fore being successful. Small discussion 
groups and speeches were used most fre- 
quently for this purpose, although prin- 
ted material, such as pamphlets and 
newspaper publicity, often helped to 
stimulate interest and discussion. Suc- 
cessful leaders in various communities 
advised that large public gatherings 
should be avoided during the early part 
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of the campaign because emotional ten- 
sion often occurs at these meetings and 
discussion is confined to a few more vo- 
cal persons. 


The campaign stage. The "campaign" in 
school district reorganization begins as 
the orientation and discussion period 
draws to a close. It lasts to the time 
the polls close on election day and is 
distinguished from the previous stage by 
the fact that its chief aim is to arouse 
the people so that, after the orienta- 
tion and discussion of the merits of the 
reorganization have received due consid- 
eration and desirable revisions have 
been made in previously prepared plans, 
voters will go to the polls and vote 
favorably on district reorganization. 


The study indicated that the most ef- 
fective method used in the campaign 
stage of the program was testimony in 
the form of crisp statements favoring 
school district reorganization. Although 
the testimony of a single person was 
found to be quite effective, especially 
if it is from one who is honored and 
respected in the community, the testi- 
mony of several individuals and organ- 
ized groups within the community had 


more influence. Timing also is impor- 
tant in the campaign. Elections which 
were held while school was in session 
were more successful. While the major 
aim of the campaign is to stimulate 
people to vote favorably to reorganiza- 
tion, a campaign which lasts too long 
may cause the thoughts of many persons to 
reach the point of anti-climax by elec- 
tion day. Thus, there is a subtle matter 
of timing which must be sensed. 


There is reason to believe that the 
people favoring an issue are less prone 
to go to the polls and vote than those 
who oppose it. For this reason a stimu- 
lus is needed to get as large a percent- 
age as possible of those in favor of re- 
organization to vote. This was accom- 
plished in the communities studied by 
arousing the citizens emotionally and by 
stimulating them to act. The emotional 
feelings aroused in the communities 
studied were both positive and negative. 
They included confidence, fear, pride, 
prestige, and determination—but not 
hate. The voters were stimulated by tel- 
ephone calls on election day, or on the 
eve of election, and by having available 
to them free transportation tothe polls. 


FOR YOUR OWN PLANNING... 


1. How can you determine the factors that affect district reorganization in 
your locality? 


What communication media are available to you in your 
gram? Which of them should you use? 
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How can you assure adequate attention to all aspects of the four stages of 


your public relations program? 
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